patients to further his career, exaggerating and distorting their misfortunes which he then presented as evidence of their oppression by 'the system'. To this reviewer at least, his portrayal of the East End is quite unrecognizable. Here, for example,Widgery is arguing against those who hold up 'the sanctity of the family', challenging them to spend a few hours in an East End casualty department and 'face the debris, when all the sugary ideals explode, when babies are bounced against the bedroom wall to make them stop crying and wives are loved and honoured and beaten up so thoroughly they can't talk because their teeth are still chattering with terror'. This blurring of the boundaries between honest writing and political propaganda can be dangerous, and one suspects eventually led to his own loss of faith. He died aged 45 from an excess of alcohol, barbiturates and pethidine in his bloodstream. Whether this was intentional or an accidental overdose of recreational drugs is not clear (the coroner recorded an open verdict).
It is difficult to know what to make of Confronting an Ill Society because I suspect the author does not know himself. To be sure, Widgery was (in small doses) a lot more interesting than most in his profession or, as his friend the writer Michael Rosen remarked, 'a walking November 5th, lighting up the night sky'. But the main lesson of his career was that he was wrong about most things, particularly the relevance of his brand of revolutionary politics to contemporary medicine. The essential pillar of his socialist critique, the continuing inequalities of health within society, might seem persuasive but, as Hutt acknowledges, those inequalities are relative not absolute, with scarcely the same resonance they had in the late nineteenth century when Virchow formulated his famous aphorism. It would be good to think that some of those who read this book might be inspired to take up the challenge of practising medicine in our more deprived communities, but they could find better role models than Dave Widgery.
I received this CD-ROM with delight. This is the definitive British textbook on internal medicine and, although it is one I frequently consult, I had previously been too mean to buy my own copy. My delight was short-lived when I was unable to install the CD on my office PC. My NHS-issue PC (Windows 98) has a paltry 63 MB RAM, whereas the CD-ROM advises a memory of at least 128 MB RAM ('256 MB recommended'). I subsequently installed the CD on my PC at home (500 MB RAM) where it works perfectly.
Navigation around the electronic version is rapid and simple. There is a facility for labelling 'bookmarks' and 'favourites', but I did not find I needed these. The format is almost identical to that of the textbook (with some updated information) and there are no added multimedia features. One can browse the contents of the book by use of the table of contents, the index or a search function. The ability to search for words is a major advantage. Perhaps I am a technophobe, but I still find the book easier to read than the electronic version. The latter has an intrusive 'browsing panel' permanently displayed on the left, and the size of the text window is further reduced by a toolbar at the top. One can't always see a picture and its caption in the same field. Incidentally, the support website listed in the accompanying booklet states that for this CD-ROM there is 'no product support'; however, the booklet does offer an e-mail address and telephone number for customer support.
The fourth edition (2004) on CD-ROM has the entire contents of the printed textbook, including figures and tables. The book is billed as unrivalled in its coverage of 'internal medicine and its sub-specialties'. For this review I used it as a reference for problems encountered on general medical unselected acute 'takes'. Amongst diverse topics that I found well covered were brachial neuralgia, endocarditis, common variable immunodeficiency, Sudeck's atrophy, heart and lung transplant, hypernatraemia, and methaemoglobin (this last by Sir David Weatherall). Wearing my 'general medicine' hat I would have welcomed more emphasis on practical aspects of management. For instance, although there is superb coverage of the clinical presentation and pathology of multiple sclerosis, there is scant information on the practical management of respiratory and urinary infections in these patients. The harrassed physician will search in vain for guidance on the byzantine process involved in 'sectioning' patients under the Mental Health Act (although we are referred to the Concise OTM for further reading!). In my own specialty of respiratory medicine, coverage is excellent. A subject that probably warrants a longer and more comprehensive section in future editions is 'chronic cough'; most chest clinics will have a patient with this complaint.
The word-search facility in the electronic version is very useful since the index is not wholly reliable. For instance, I was unable to find either Duchenne's muscular dystrophy or hereditary spastic paraplegia in the index, although both topics are covered in the text. Looking under 'graft versus host disease' in the index one would be unaware that lungs can be involved (although bronchiolitis obliterans does occur separately in the index and is well-covered in the text). Similarly, the index was no use in finding the table of drugs that can cause hyponatraemia. The index could be made more doctor-friendly. 'Overdose', for instance, is a commonly used term that does not appear in the index; details of deliberate drug overdose are found in the text under 'Poisoning', and it would be a simple matter to say 'For overdose see Poisoning'. The index lists 'SSRIs' but with no link to the text.
This textbook, with its clear writing and its global emphasis, remains pre-eminent, but could it be improved? By a darwinian process, chapter headings in assorted textbooks are often similar, and the chapter headings here are, with a few exceptions, conventional. However, people present with symptoms, not neat diagnostic labels, and in future editions I would welcome a greater emphasis on investigation and management of specific symptoms. The chapter by Christopher Bass and Michael Sharpe on 'medically unexplained symptoms in patients attending medical clinics' is a model of how this can be achieved. In many sections, coverage of the practical aspects of disease management could be expanded. The index requires ruthless recompilation. Parenthetically, perhaps the time has come for the printed version to have the index in a separate volume rather than the triplication of appending the entire index to each constituent volume.
For this 'must-have' textbook would I recommend oldfashioned print (£295 for three volumes) or the e-version (£195)? If the index was more reliable I would still opt for the paper version, which is easier to read. However, the electronic version has the advantage of compact size, lower price, and an excellent word search facility. To use the CD-ROM at work, your NHS PC will have to have a more powerful memory than does mine. Having no previous experience of formally reviewing a book, I felt that it would be sensible to base my comments on how valuable I had found the publication as a resource in patient management during my initial months as a consultant in paediatric oncology.
C D Shee
Hodgkin's disease has lately been in the news because of an increased incidence of breast cancer in long-term survivors; an intensive breast cancer screening programme has been introduced for individuals at risk. This lymphoma is sensitive to chemotherapy and radiotherapy, and opinions differ on the relevant merits of each treatment. Chemotherapy agents have potential side-effects of infertility, pulmonary fibrosis, cardiomyopathy and second malignancies. Radiotherapy can result in skeletal growth disturbances, and the cosmetic effects can be psychologically scarring. Second malignancies apart, long-term risks of radiotherapy include pulmonary fibrosis and cardiomyopathy. Hodgkin's disease is usually curable and therefore any moves to reduce treatment intensity at the cost of patient survival would be very unfortunate. The current UK clinical trial for children and teenagers with Hodgkin's disease is chemotherapy-based, using low doses of eight agents so as to 'dilute' any side-effects, and radiotherapy is used only for patients with resistant or metastatic disease. When presented with a patient with metastatic Hodgkin's disease, I consulted the appropriate chapter to assist me in planning treatment. This enlightened me on the history surrounding the current arguments regarding the management of these patients and as to why the future of Hodgkin's disease treatment is an area of major debate. Armed with the historical background I felt better able to critically review recent Hodgkin's disease trials before deciding how to proceed.
A major reason for the increasing survival of children with malignant conditions is improvement in supportive care (antibiotics, antifungal medication, nutrition) and hence the ability to use intensive regimens in the knowledge that toxic effects will usually be manageable. The supportive-care chapters of this book did not seem to reflect the importance of this aspect of care in clinical practice. One reason, probably, is the lack of convincing evidence for much of current supportive care practice, but this could have been an opportunity to present some of the debates. A case in point is the lack of any reference to tunnelled central lines and the associated risk of thrombosis in major veins. There is huge personal and centre variation in how suspected thromboses are
